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T h e Cultural P roperties of N ew M exico
The finest hous e of the 19th century in southe rn
New Mexico was owned by the merchant and rancher estor Armijo. Earliest reference to the propert y
occurs in 1853 when the plat was filed for Block 18
of the Las Cruces town site. On February 9, 1867
one lot with a house was sold by Mariano Sanm aniego to John Barn castle for $160. Having acquired
the adjoining lot ( August 17, 1866 ) from Benjamin
Harrov er, Bamcastle sold both properti es on Ju ly 24,
1868 to Maricita Daily for $2000. Nine years later
( ovember 24, 1877 ) Maricita, now Mrs. D. B. Rey,
sold the pr operty to Mr. Armijo for $4050. As this
pri ce is high for that period , one assumes that a
building of some size existed on the land. Family
tradition says that Mr. Armijo enlarged the house
and added a second stor y, an explanation that seems
quite likely in view of the building's structural arran gement.
At its apogee the Armijo establishment consisted
of four sepa ra te sections : the two-story residence
which only cont ained parlors and bedrooms, an ellshaped building with flat roof situated on the front
( northwest ) corner of the lot that housed the dining room and kitchens, a two-story bam with outbuildings around a corral, and a large patio-cent ered
service structure on the opposite ( north ) side of
Lohman Street. In this last edifice were quartered
hou se servants as well as overseers and ran ch hands
from the family ranch at Tr es Ritos when they came
into Las Cruces on bu siness; it also contained store
rooms for merchandise carted into the area by the
owner's wagon train s. An irrigation dit ch bounded
the propert y on the south and east sides and wat ered
orchards ; to the west were the grounds of Loretto
Convent. Much of the south portion of Armijo property is now occupi ed by a new and very modern
shopping cent er.
Th e bam and corral, which were surrounde d by
a- high adobe wall, were demolish ed in the 1920's;
the servic e building across Lohman Street disappear ed in the fifties; and the dinin g room building
was somewha t redu ced in size in the thirties when
Lohman Street was widened. At that time a new
adobe front was constructed severa l feet inside the
original facad e which was then demolished. Th e
main hou se, however, is almost unchanged.
As enlarged by the Armijos, the mansion consisted of six bedrooms on the ground floor and a larg e
center hall running the full fifty-six foot depth of the
building. Th e second floor contained two parlors,
another hall, and a larg e storage room over the rear
two-thirds of the structure . At some point a monument al brass bed with a canopy ten-feet high and
mad e in Engl and was acq uired from relatives living in Chihuahua. When it was discovered that the
bed would not fit any of the ground floor bedrooms,
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Mr. Armijo had th e ceilings of the upstairs parlors
heightened by means of wood en cloister vaults. At
that time one of the parlors was reassigned as th e
master bed room. Th e only remaini ng fireplace in
th e residence, in act uality a coal grate wit h a handsome wood en mantel piece, is in this bedroo m. Undo ubted ly, however, traditional adobe fireplaces orig-
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inally existed in th e ground floor rooms, but th ese
were probab ly removed when more efficient iron
stoves could be transported int o th e valley by th e
railr oad after 1882.
Fa mily trad ition ascribes th e construction of th e
rear section of th e house to th e Bradford Daily family which own ed the property between 1868 and 1877.
Consisting of four rooms arranged about a ten-foot
wid e center hall, th e plan of this section was somewhat similar to that of the Grig gs hous e built in 1869
a few miles away in Old Mesilla. Such a symmetrical arrangement with rooms pla ced in tandem, one
behind th e oth er on eithe r side of a hall , is markedly diff erent from the additive plan of early New
Mexican houses which strung a series of single rooms
along an axis or around a central courtyard. Similarly, fairly exact right angl e comers, a balanced placement of windows and doors , and uniformity of window sizes diff ers from th e picturesque irregularity
of most early structures of the area. The major dimensions were obviously figur ed in feet rather than
varas, th e colonial measure of approximately 33
inch es.
Th e Armijo addition on the front is wider than the
early structure but it continued the center hall. The
new room s are each three-feet wid er than those behind th em and th eir walls are three-feet thick instead
of th e two-feet used elsewhere in the house. The
adobe wall s of th e second floor addition, which contain ed th e parlors, are eighteen inch es thick. Two-story
verandahs with elaborate jigsaw trim were also added
on th e front ( north) and east sides of th e new wing.
Th e stair to the second floor is awkwardly squeezed
into th e spac e betw een th e main entrance and a
door to one of th e front bedrooms. Much more usual and architecturally attractive would hav e been a
NMA July-August, 1972
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Nestor Armijo
Bom in Los Padillas, a village near Albuquerqu e, in 1831. Armi jo moved to Las Cruces in
1862 and opened a general store. In addition to
the store, he had banking int erests in Las Cruces
and El Paso, and owned a ranch in the Stat e of
Chihuahua, Mexico, as well as the large Tres
Ritos Ranch, north of La Luz, New Mexico. He
died in 1911 at the age of eight y.
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position fur the r back in the hall , but since the rear
portion of the house was alrea dy built without a
second floor, the stair had to be fitt ed into the addition as best it could.
Throughout the house, rooms are spanned by
squared beams cut in a saw mill. They contrast with
the round and frequ entl y crooked oigas of cottonwood whi ch were more common in the Las Cruces
area where straight timb ers were difficult to find.
Since the house was constructed before the coming
of the railro ad , it is improbable that the timb ers
were imported from a great distance. Th e most likely
sourc e would have been the west slope of the Sierra
Blanca Mountains where Blazer's Mill had been established as early as the 1860's on the Mescalero
Apache Reservation. Thi s mill was not far from Tr es
Ritos, the extensive Armijo Ranch.
As arranged by estor Armijo the mansion has
changed but littl e. Soon after his death in 1911 the
establishment was divid ed betwee n two granddaugh-

te rs, Mr s, Joseph ine Gallagher, who had a large family, took the two-story house while her sister, Mrs.
Gertrude Ascarat e, occupi ed the former diningkitchen building. At that time an adobe wall between
two ground floor rooms of the main residence were
removed to creat e a living-dining area, a date attested to by the dark oak woodwork so fashionable
at that time. Some adjustment betw een rooms numbered 2 and 3 on the plan was also mad e to create
a new kitchen and pantry.
Th e patio-cent ered service building across the
street, always referr ed to as the "meson," stood until
1959. Although built in the Territorial era after the
ann exation of New Mexico, this structure follows
the colonial plan: a single file of rooms strung around
a center placito. Entrance to this courtyard was
gained through a larg e double gat e wide enough
to dri ve a wagon through. Old photographs show
the service building to have had simple Territorial
lintels of wood and windows with small panes, an-
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The "meson."

other indica tion of a date before 1882 when the railroad began to freight in larger pan es of glass. Most
of the rooms were interconnecting though not all
interior openings had doors. As in so many early
New Mexican buildings, the openings could be closed
with a blanket or animal skin. Th e most distinctive
architectural featur e of this building, however, wer e
the stone canales, wat er spouts which threw rain
wat er clear of the adobe walls. While wooden or
metal canales are common in New Mexico, those
mad e of stone are unknown. Cut from a soft, yellow
limestone found near Chihuahua, Mexico, it seems
certain that these objects were imported from that
area ; their presence in Las Cru ces is easily explained
by the active commercial ties that the Armijo family maintained with Old Mexico.
estor Armijo was the oldest of four brothers
who played promin ent roles in the life of Territorial New Mexico. Operating separately, though often
cooperating, the brothers had large retail stores in
Albuquerque, Las Cruces, El Paso, and Chihuahua.
They also owned considerable tracts of real estate
in the New Town section of Albuqu erque where one
of them built the three-story brownstone Armijo Hotel (demolished in 1969) at Second and Central Avenues. They controlled vast ranches in southern New
Mexico and sent supply trains containing as many
as fifty, ten-mule freight wagons across the Santa Fe
Trail to Westport Landing in Missouri and into
northern Mexico on the Chihuahua Trail.
Born in Los Padillas, New Mexico in 1831, Nestor
Armijo was educated at the Christian Brothers School
in St. Louis, Missouri. He returned to New Mexico in
1853 in time to direct a great sheep drive to the
West Coast when 55,000 sheep were herded across
Arizona to the gold mining communities of California. In 1862 he opened his general store in Las
Cruces, a town which had been laid out in 1849;
and in 1878, at the age of forty-six, he fitted out his
mansion. In addition to the store , he had banking
inte rests in Las Cruces and EI Paso and owned the
large Tres Ritos Ranch north of La Luz, New Mexico as well as another in the State of Chihuahua. He
died in 1911 age eighty.
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On January 26, 1967 the Armijo Mansion was
designated a "Building Worthy of Preservation" by
the Dona Ana County Historical Society at its first
annual banquet held at New Mexico State University. This step was in the forefront of a movement
of historical preservation which is gath ering momentum in many parts of the Unit ed Stat es today. Such
community awareness and appreciation is encouraging and timely, and one ferventl y hopes that this
will be a prelude to making the mansion into a museum . It is in a splendid stat e of preservation so
that a minimum of rebuilding or restoration (always
a risky thing in terms of historical accuracy ) would
be required. Much of the furniture is still in place
and might possibly be available for museum purposes. Most remarkable and fortunate, however, is
the fact that a house of such architectural and histor ical importance to the area has been maintained consistently over the years: there is nothing like it in
all New Mexico where a few years of neglect renders an adob e structure a virtual ruin . The house
would make an extraordinarily interesting museum
and its presence on th e edge of th e new shopping
cent er would add a sure note of distinction to that
area which will otherwise continue to look like
merely one more example of the thousands of such
developments that dot the periph ery of American
cities. Furthermore it is high time that ew Mexican communities outsid e the capital city demand
and develop museums of their own.
- Bainbridge Bunting

NMA Ju l y-A u gust, 1972

"

Front Door

Th e Ne stor A rm iio house lcas
placed ill the Ncio Mexico Regist er of Cultural Properti es 0 11
May 23, 1969.
NMA Jul y·A ugust , 1972

19

New Mexico Arts Commission
Announces 4th Awards Program
Entries are now being solicited
for the New Mexico Arts Commission a w ar d s program. The
awards are given in two categories
as outlined below :
1) "AWARD FOR
EXCELLENCE" IN NEW
CONSTRUCTION

In order to recognize significant and distinguished contri butions to the total environment,
the New Mexico Arts Commission and the New Mexico Society of Architects have established an annual Award for Excellence for new or recent construction.
The award will be present ed
to designers of structures which
have been built within the state
of New Mexico, and which enhance the environment for Man.
2 ) " AWARD FOR
EXCELLENCE" IN THE
F I E L D OF HISTORIC
P R ES ERVA T IO N

It is an established fact that
the retention of the historical
records of man's achievement is
of immense value to present and
future generations. Historical
buildings, artifacts, and sites are
the visual catalogue of that heritage.
Accordingly , the New Mexico
Arts Commission and the New
Mexico Society of Archit ects
have established an Award for
Excellence in the field of Historic Preservation. This award
will recognize valuable efforts
in the preservation of significant
architecture, artifacts, or sites
of historical importance.
The New Mexico Society of Architects und ertakes to administer
these awards programs. Similar
awards in both categories will be
presented to the designers and
owners of the structures to be recognized. It is planned that copies
of the award certificates will be
20

presented to those additional persons who have been instrumental
in the construc tion, design, or preservation of the recognized stru ctur e.
The nominations for either
award category are not limited to
architect designed buildings. Any
structure is eligible - a bridge, a
dam, a house, a bam , a site, or a
monument.
Nominations are solicited from
architects, engineers, planners,
landscape architects, historical societies, garden club s--any person,
or any organization.
Th e committee appointed by the
New Mexico Society of Archit ects
want s to see all that has been construc ted or preserved throu ghout
New Mexico which might warrant
consideration for these awards.
No rules or restrictions are placed upon the presentation of entries. It is nominations which are
solicited, not expensive and elaborate brochures. How ever, sufficient pictorial and docum entation
material must be submitted to explain the nomination to the jury.
Th e Deadlin e for Receipt of
Nominations is November 1, 1972.
Send to: George C. Pearl, Chmn. ,
115 Amherst, S.E.,
Albuquerqu e, N. M . 87106

DON'T FORGET!
A lA
WESTE RN M OUNTAI N
R E G I O NA L
CONFERENC E

A LBUQUERQU E , N. M .
OCTOBER 1B-2 1, 1972
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LETTER TO N MA
Dear Sir:
I am most grateful for the copies
of your magazine sent me at the
requ est of Bruce Poorbaugh.
Each issue contains articles of
historical as well as architectural
interest.
The article in the current issue
about the Predock residence is
fascinating. I remember very well
the original house as pictured at
the top of page 12, and I think
the complex as described must be
trul y exciting. I like the idea of
building "faith in the neighborhood ," and of appreciating the
ethnic patt erns existing there.
Imagine a large vegetable garden
in the core of the city, with a closed irrigation system! What a splendid addition this is to th e down town area of Albuqu erque!
And thank you with all my heart
for printing the article from the
W all Street Journal. The next to
the last paragraph is hilarious, telling th at the economy "must be
regulated in order to meet the proliferation of standards" . . . etc. I
am remind ed of a tongue-in-cheek
bit by A. C. Forrest, who wrot e a
few years ago in Presbyterian Life
somethin g quit e amusing.
I quote: "Church HQ personnel
are not going to fragm ent their
confrontation anymore; their recoordinated effort has been dyna mized to unleash the impulse that
will give impetus to their impact.
So an interdenominational and interbo ard committee will be set up
to seek represent ation from coast
to coast, in order to structure a total curric ulum in depth, designed
to unfractionate the message so
that all gospel-motivated and theologically orient ed persons of all
sociological strata may experience
the wholeness of the church."
Does th at remind you somewhat
of "Miltonic angels engaged in
high-minded conversation?"
Thank you again for sending me
New Mexico Architecture. I assure
you I enjoy every issue.
Sincerely yours,
Mary Jan e Masters ( Mrs. A. W. )

